The first students were admitted to the NSP in the fall of 2000. For students in NSP, the first semester of the nursing program is divided into 2 semesters (junior 1a and 1b). During each of those semesters, students take a 3-semester course: Nursing Success 1 and 2. In junior 1b, students who need to be enrolled full-time also take a 1-credit independent study. Detailed information about the program and the course content is available at: http://www.projectcando.com/.
When the NSP started, the TWU Houston Center was admitting approximately 50 nursing students per semester. We are now admitting approximately 80 students per semester. To achieve high retention for academically at-risk students, faculty must invest a great deal of time. NSP faculty members teach the 2 Nursing Success courses with class size varying from 14 to 27 students. Students taking 1 hour of independent study are usually supervised by NSP faculty. NSP faculty members also monitor the progress of all students in the NSP throughout the nursing program (5 semesters for NSP students) and provide proactive advisement.
Proactive advisement requires ongoing monitoring of the students' progress throughout the nursing There is a need for successful retention programs for nursing students who, despite high grade point averages (GPAs), may encounter academic difficulty in nursing programs. Reasons for the academic difficulty include coming from a disadvantage background and lacking resources, including financial resources and social support; having English as a second language; and leading complex lives with many demands on time and energy. The Nursing Success Program (NSP) was designed to support students who are academically at risk for a many reasons.
Background
Texas Woman's University -Houston Center (TWU) is a satellite campus that has an upper-division baccalaureate nursing program and graduate programs in nursing and in other health-related disciplines. Because undergraduate enrollment is limited to nursing students, the program does not have many of the student support services that are on the main campus. Therefore, helping academically at-risk students is the nursing faculty's responsibility. The only criterion for nursing students, who are admitted twice a year (fall and spring semesters), is GPA.
At a time when nursing program applications were relatively low and attrition rates high, retaining students was an important issue. To evaluate factors associated with the academic success of students entering the 4-semester nursing program, TWU College of Nursing began a testing program. Because early intervention strengthens the effectiveness of retention efforts, we wanted to identify a factor for selecting students who needed additional support, was available soon after admission, and was significantly associated with the rates of retention to graduation.
During the 4 semesters from fall of 1998 to spring of 2000, the Nurse Entrance Test (NET), manufactured by the Educational Resources, Inc, was administered to nursing students after they were admitted to the program, but before academic advisement occurred. Optional remediation was made available to students whose results on the NET reading comprehension and essential math skills tests indicated that they were likely to experience academic difficulty. Preliminary data indicated that the NET reading comprehension score was most indicative for academic risk.
Because many at-risk students chose not to participate in optional remediation, a mandatory retention program was developed. Students whose NET reading comprehension scores were below 55% entered the 5-semester NSP while those with scores of 55% and above entered the traditional 4-semester nursing program. 1 program, consulting with students at the first indication of academic difficulty. There are currently 94 NSP students in our nursing program. Of those, 14 are in Nursing Success 1 and 17 are in Nursing Success 2. The others continue to receive proactive advisement.
Reading Comprehension
The decision to use reading comprehension as an advisement tool stemmed from the preliminary finding that low NET reading comprehension scores were associated with higher rates of attrition. The preliminary findings at TWU were supported by Abdur-Rahman et al, 2 who reported a statistically significant relationship between reading comprehension and 1st-semester nursing grades. More recent work also supports the significance of reading comprehension as a predictor of success.
Gallagher and colleagues 3 reported that the reading comprehension subtest of the Registered Nurse Entrance Exam was a significant predictor of nursing student success in the first nursing course. In a study published by the manufacturer of the NET, Educational Resources, Inc (ERI), researchers reported that a regression analysis of seven NET subtest scores indicated that reading comprehension was among the leading predictors of successful completion of a bachelor of science in nursing program. Except for the NET study, these studies focussed on retention/attrition early in the nursing program. 4 As part of evaluating the effectiveness of the NSP, we looked at the relationship of reading comprehension to student retention to graduation.
Other Academic Factors That Influence Retention to Graduation
Other academic factors, available at admission, that have been linked with retention of nursing students to graduation include GPA and a subset of GPA, science GPA. Yacum and Scherubel 5 reported that preadmission cumulative GPAs were highly correlated with student success. Campbell and Dickson 6 found that science courses predict success in nursing, on the basis of a 10-year review and meta-analysis. Numerous personal and social factors have been linked to risk of attrition from nursing programs; however, these are not useful factors for determining admission to nursing programs, or to remediation programs after admission. Therefore they are not considered here.
Cohorts
Results from 2 cohorts of our students are considered. The first cohort consists of students admitted during 4 semesters, from fall 1998 to spring 2000 (prior to NSP). The second cohort consists of students admitted during 3 semesters, from fall 2000 to fall 2001 (after NSP was established). In the second cohort, students who had low reading comprehension scores were required to enter the NSP.
A total of 213 students in cohort 1 were followed to graduation or attrition from the nursing program. Reading comprehension scores were below 55% for approximately 28% (60) of the students. Of the 107 students for whom language status was available, approximately 21% (22) reported that English was their second language. Of the 209 students for whom ethnicity was available, those with higher reading scores were more likely to be European American than those with lower reading scores (57% vs 12%). However, they were less likely to be African American (14% vs 38%). Although TWU does not collect information about subgroups of Asians, most of the Asian students were of Vietnamese origin, a group that is underrepresented in nursing. 7 Thus, in cohort 1, up to 88% of those with low reading comprehension scores were from groups underrepresented in nursing, compared with 43% of those with higher reading comprehension scores. Among the 60 (28%) with reading scores below 55%, 31 (52%) did not graduate and 29 (48%) did. In contrast, among the 149 (72%) with scores of 55% or above, 24 (16%) did not graduate and 129 (84%) did graduate (Table 1) .
A total of 160 students in cohort 2 were followed. Of those, 30% (48) were in the NSP and 70% (112) in the traditional program. In this cohort, European American students were even more likely to be in the group with higher reading scores (traditional program) than in the NSP, 68% versus 31%, and African American students were even more likely to be in the lower reading group (NSP), 6% versus 38%.
Evaluating the Effectiveness of the NSP
First, graduation rates of students with low reading scores in cohort 1 (prior to NSP) and in cohort 2 (must participate in NSP) were compared. In addition, the graduation rates of NSP and traditional students within cohort 2 were compared.
Second, using the data from cohort 1, correlations with graduation were calculated for each of the 4 factors, admission GPA, science GPA, math score, and reading comprehension score (n ϭ 204 to 206). The admission GPA was based on grades in the courses required for admission to the upper division, baccalaureate nursing program. The science GPA was not fully calculated; instead a microbiology grade was used as a marker for the science GPA. The math scores and the reading scores were from the NET (Table 3) .
Third, to evaluate the impact of using reading comprehension scores as an admission criterion on the ethnic diversity of future classes, we considered the information available from cohort 1, those students admitted from fall 1998 to spring 2000. Predicting the ethnic makeup of future classes from which applicants with reading comprehension scores of less than 55% are excluded is impossible. However, on the basis of our past experiences, it may be possible to gain some insight (Table 3) .
Our assumption is that the ideal ethnic makeup of a nursing student body mirrors the community in which it is located. To gain some understanding of how changing our admission policy to refuse admission to students with low reading scores would affect the ethnic makeup of the student body, we compared the ethnic makeup of Harris County, Tex, where the nursing program is located, with the ethnic makeup of the student group. Our interest was in how the ethnic diversity of the student body would be changed, if only the group with higher reading scores had been admitted.
The NSP Results
First, the NSP is effective in retaining students with lower reading comprehension scores to graduation. Graduation rates for students in this group increased from 48% before NSP to 81% with the NSP. Graduation rates of the NSP students are now similar to the graduation rates of their classmates who were admitted to the program at the same time and who had higher reading scores, approximately 81% for both groups of students (Table 1) .
Second, reading comprehension is a significant factor for determining retention to graduation. Each of the 4 factors was positively and significantly correlated with graduation, but the correlation with the reading comprehension score was almost twice the correlation of graduation with the math score, admission GPA, and science GPA. (Table 2) .
Third, the ethnic diversity of a future student body is likely to be different if admission is limited to a group with higher reading scores. If the composition of such a student body were similar to that of the group with higher reading scores in cohort 1, the ethnicity of the student body would be 57% European American, compared with the actual 44% European American, an increase of 13% and proportionately 15% more European Americans than are in Harris County. The percentage of African American students would drop from 21% to 14%, a loss of one third of the African American students, and proportionately 4% fewer African Americans than live in the county. There would have been a slight increase in Hispanic students, from 9% to 10%. The greatest change would be among Asian students, the majority of whom are Vietnamese, a group that is underrepresented in nursing, from 22% to 13% (Table 3) .
Discussion
The findings indicate that there is a strong association between reading comprehension and retention to graduation among this group of upperdivision baccalaureate nursing students. This supports the use of reading comprehension as an advisement tool for selecting students for the NSP. Because reading comprehension is so strongly associated with retention to graduation, these findings also lead to another question: Should reading comprehension scores be used as factor in determining admission to nursing programs?
Three issues that are important when considering this question include the following:
• The students in the group with the lower reading comprehension scores at admission have been retained and are graduating at rates that are similar to those of the students with higher reading comprehension scores since the implementation of the NSP; • there is a need for nurses who provide culturally competent care and who reflect the ethnic/cultural 
The Nursing Success Program-Established Results
In cohort 2, of the 48 students admitted to NSP, 39 (81%) have graduated and 1 (2%) is progressing at a slower rate. Of the 112 students admitted to the traditional program, 91 (81%) have graduated and 3 (2%) are progressing at a slower rate. Students in the NSP are being retained to graduation at the same rate as the traditional students. We have established that, with a required program of support, students who are academically at-risk, based on low reading comprehension scores, can be successful in an academically challenging upper-division baccalaureate nursing program. In cohort 1, Hispanic students were 9% of the total cohort, 10% of those with higher reading scores, and only 5% of those with lower scores. In cohort 2, there was an increase in the proportion of Hispanic students to 14%, almost equally divided between high and low scorers. This suggests that more Hispanic students are persevering to admission in the upperdivision nursing program and that more of them (17% in cohort 1 and 27% in cohort 2) have lower scores on reading comprehension and would benefit from a retention program.
In the first 3 semesters of the NSP, of 48 students, 21 (44%) were African American and 7 (15%) Hispanic, indicating the role NSP has in retaining these students once they are admitted into the nursing program. If reading comprehension had been used as an admission criterion, those 28 students would have been lost to the nursing program. The lower percentage of underrepresented minorities in the higher scoring group suggests that fewer students from underrepresented minorities will be admitted if students with lower scores are denied admission. Note that this is only suggested; we do not have data or experience with what the effect on diversity would actually be.
Conclusion
Reading comprehension scores are strongly associated with retention to graduation. Using low reading comprehension scores as a tool for selecting students for the NSP greatly increases the likelihood that they will be successful, graduating at the same rate as their higher scoring peers. Our experiences suggest that students with lower reading comprehension scores are more likely to be members of groups that are underrepresented in nursing. We continue to deal with the realities that effective retention strategies divert faculty time and energy from other functions and that there is a shortage of nursing faculty. 
